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To my mother: 
My friend, my inspiration, 
and the person who always insisted 
any dream was in reach 
if I wanted it badly enough 
to work toward it. Thanks, Mom.
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THE scent of fear came to him on the wind. A woman’s fear. Sharp and acrid, it fouled the night around him. Jared slid his rifle off his shoulder, adrenaline coursing through his system, feeding the restless anger that seemed to be always with him these days. The cold metal slid into his palm. He closed his fingers around the stock in a gesture so familiar, it was more reflex than planned. Immortality had done nothing to dull his survival instincts and 249 years of vampirism had done noting to touch his code of honor. And in his world, men did not stand aside while a woman was being harassed.

The scent came again, this time mixed with the stench of vampire lust. He backtracked the wind, slipping into the shadows, shielding his energy as he scanned for the intruders. This was Renegade land. The people within this section were his responsibility. And if some son of a bitch thought he was going to terrorize a woman under his protection, he had another think coming.

A trace of the woman’s energy whispered across his senses. Intensely feminine. Intriguing, but alarmingly weak. She was shielding herself but without any degree of skill, which meant she was  either newly converted or untrained. More than likely the former. In the last six months, all known vampire women had either been gathered up by the Renegades for protection or fallen victim to the Sanctuary for experimentation.

The Sanctuary’s belief that only a certain type of vampire should survive into the future had launched the immortals into a civil war. If the situation wasn’t brought under control soon, it was going to imperil the mortal world, and that could be catastrophic for everyone. Especially since his sister-in-law’s pregnancy had opened a whole new world of possibilities to the Sanctuary leaders: that of improving their numbers through the specific breeding of immortals, which up until Allie’s pregnancy had been believed impossible.

He shook his head at the idiocy of it all. The laws of nature were there for a reason. They created harmony and tampering with them was not going to work out the way the Sanctuary wanted. Especially if they started messing with the mortals, and word was that was happening now. Vampires were part of the food chain, and when a food source was killed off through disease and manipulation, no one was going to survive. Not that a Sanctuary fanatic could be convinced of that. They were a bit set in their belief that their supremacy justified whatever they did. Unfortunately for them, the Renegades weren’t so convinced of the Sanctuary’s superiority. Renegades believed in choice.

A faint cry came from the other side of the meadow. Slipping into the shadows of the trees, Jared probed the area with his mind. One hundred yards ahead and slightly to the right, three vampires—two male and one female—were standing close together. The men radiated no energy at all, but the woman was emitting frantic signals bordering on panic.

Jared closed the distance carefully, slipping into the shadow of a tree, donning the illusion of the next, blending his energy with the plant energy, hiding behind a mirror image of the tree. As the scene came into view, it was evident why the woman was radiating panic. The two male vamps were playing a game of cat and mouse with  her, feinting in to lure her out from the scant protection of the group of trees she had at her back, building her fear, probably getting off on it as she bared her fangs.

Jared’s free hand clenched and unclenched in a habit left over from his outlaw days. Though he fought with talons, mental energy, and specialized weapons now, the small ritual of limbering up his fingers still centered his focus. Some things just stuck with a man even into immortality. He slipped deeper into the shadows surrounding the clearing where the two male vamps had the little female cornered. She had her back against a tree and was talking fast, but he didn’t think threats and blackmail were going to hold those two off for long. They were hungry and horny. Never a good combination in a vampire.

A worse combination in members of the Sanctuary. That group tended to think they were entitled to indulge their baser instincts. And those guys were definitely Sanctuary. He didn’t even need to see the telltale insignia on their shirts, glowing white in his night vision, to know that. The fact that they thought their urges entitled them to corner a woman on Renegade land, this close to a D’Nally werewolf stronghold, said all that needed to be said. They were not only arrogant, they were stupid. And their kind of stupid deserved to die.

One of the men grabbed for the woman’s arm. Blood sprayed as she slashed with her talons. The man’s curse almost overshadowed the woman’s threat.

“Touch me again, and I’ll hurt you.”

Though he seriously doubted the woman had the muscle to back the threat, the fact that she was throwing threats rather than screams impressed the hell out of Jared. Sanctuary scum were known for their single-minded pursuit of their goals rather than their compassion. He’d had only a glimpse of her before the men had moved in. His two biggest impressions were a wealth of tawny hair and slenderness. Too slender, which made their ganging up on the woman more despicable and made them more in need of learning a lesson.

He cast his senses out into the scene, probing deeper into the male energy, finding the flickers at the edges of the one the woman had swiped that indicated weakness. Jared smiled as he glided closer. That’s what he wanted. Just a little opening. A touch of opportunity. The moon slipped free of a cloud, bathing the scene in soft white light. He let his mind wander along the beams, a hiss of energy, invisible to all. They shouldn’t have felt him, none of them should have felt him, but the woman looked up and her big eyes turned unerringly in his direction before looking away.

Stay away.

The whisper in his mind was soft and sweet, lightly accented, stunningly feminine, like nothing he’d ever sensed before, tuned specifically to his brain pattern. He followed the intriguingly unique path back to its source, sending calm with it.

Stay still.

She didn’t respond to his order, just slashed at her attackers, going for their throats with a desperation that vibrated outward along with her order.

Run!

Again the intrusion into his mind. She was covering for him. Jared smiled at the generous, misguided effort and set his gun aside. It’d be a cold day in hell before a Johnson walked away from a fight, especially against two little pissants like this. It would be an even colder day in hell before he left a woman helpless and alone to fight as best she could with his mind on saving his own ass.

He broke out of the shadows in a burst of energy, spinning the other vampires around with a mental thrust. Weak. No challenge at all. He slit their throats with ruthless efficiency, holding them enthralled while he went for their hearts.

Oh, don’t make them watch their own deaths.

The feminine entreaty broke through his barricades again, laden with the compassion he’d long since abandoned. He glanced over his shoulder. The woman was staring at him, her face creased with horror and disgust. With a mental command he turned her away.  She fought, but she wasn’t as strong as she would like. With her back to him she whispered, “I’ll still know.”

He didn’t want to be hindered by a five-foot-nothing conscience. Dammit to hell, he wouldn’t be, but the horror and acceptance in the woman’s thought wouldn’t go away, and in the next split second, he blocked the vamps’ knowledge and delivered the killing blows. The bodies hit the ground with discordant thumps. The woman jumped. He took her gloved hand and pulled her away from the tree. “They were going to rape you.”

The statement came out harsher than he intended, fueled by the illogic of her position. The men didn’t deserve her mercy.

“I know, but there’s no need for cruelty.” Her voice had the same softness as her thoughts. It was completely out of place amidst the residual violence and the cold reality moonlight cast on the bloody scene. Annoyance built along with frustration as the woman stumbled when he pulled too hard. He didn’t need this complication, didn’t need to be reminded he had a conscience. For the last hundred years he’d been quite content to focus on right and wrong, and leave the sorting out of the repercussions to others.

“Sorry.” The fact he felt compelled to apologize ticked him off further.

“It’s all right.” She hopped over a raised bush, her booted feet sinking into the snow. He frowned. She should have glided over the snow’s surface. He’d never met a vampire who couldn’t levitate as easily as he breathed. He checked her energy again and got the same reading as before. Weak.

He shifted his grip to her upper arm, supporting her as she struggled with her balance. It’d been a long time since he’d touched anything besides other male vamps or weres. And then mostly in battle. The delicacy of the woman’s build slid through his consciousness, reminding him of other times, other lives.

He gentled his grip, all of his upbringing slamming to the fore. Women were delicate, gentle, and were to be protected from the harshness of life whenever possible. Though that mind-set had moved  out of popularity since his day, this woman brought it back with a vengeance. Another thing he didn’t appreciate. Especially since, if he mentioned it, she’d probably bite his head off.

Keeping his body between her and the corpses, Jared steered the woman back the few feet to where he’d left his gun. When she would have glanced over her shoulder, he pushed her ahead, giving her nothing to look at.

“They’re dead?” she asked as he grabbed his gun.

“As doornails.”

There was a little hesitation and then, “Thank you.”

He straightened, keeping her within his grip because he got the sense she’d flee if he didn’t. “You’re awful particular about the way you’re rescued.”

“There was no need to be cruel.”

He looked at her then, raising his brow. “They weren’t exactly inviting you to a tea party.”

“You didn’t like them being cruel to me.”

She spoke with an accent he couldn’t quite place. “You got that right.”

“Because I was smaller and had no defense.”

“And you’re a woman.”

She brushed that point aside. “They were no match for you.”

He shook his head, easily seeing where she was heading. “I hardly think it’s the same.”

“It is the same.” With a twitch of her lips, which he supposed was a smile to placate him, she tugged her arm free. “Thank you for sparing them that last moment.”

The shape of her arm left an imprint of energy in his grasp. He curled his fingers around it. “You’re welcome.”

The moon tucked behind a cloud. His vision switched over. Even in the starkness of black and white, she was a stunning woman, with high cheekbones, a high forehead, a narrow nose, and full lips. Very full, very kissable lips. But she was thin. Too thin, and that thinness  accentuated the Slavic cast to her features, which went with the slight accent to her voice. “You’re not from around here.”

“Not originally.”

He raised a brow. “You’re awfully tight-lipped for a woman who’s just been rescued.”

She looked toward the men. She rubbed her palm over her jean-clad thigh. “I must be in shock.”

He got a feeling it would take a lot more than what had happened to shock the pretty little vamp. However, the sight of the dead men upset her. Her unease radiated off her in waves. “If you wouldn’t keep looking at them, your stomach wouldn’t revolt so hard.”

“I’m not looking at them. I’m looking past them.” She waved with her hand. “My pack is over there.”

“Uh-huh.” He spotted the brown leather backpack just on the other side of the tree. “Stay put, and I’ll get it.”

He had made it halfway to the pack when she took off. She was trying to mask her energy but not her footfalls. He grabbed up the pack and threw it over his shoulder, frowning. The most basic of vampire skills was skimming over the earth. There shouldn’t be any footfalls. He headed after her, closing the distance easily. The harsh rasp of her breath punctuated every frantic step. His frown grew deeper. His little vampire was unnaturally weak. And, he let his senses flare out, company was coming. Catching up with her was not difficult, grabbing her up and tucking her under his arm no hardship, though her shriek did about split his eardrums.

“Quiet,” he warned as he put on a burst of speed.

“Put me—”

He slapped his hand over her mouth.

We’ve got company.

She went absolutely still in his grip.

Put me down.

You’re too weak.

But—

Be quiet.

The patrol was fanning out, trying to surround them. He tested the minds of those coming at them. Two were strong, one medium, but the fourth was weak from going too long without feeding. Jared turned in that direction, sending a suggestion deep into the vampire’s mind, sending him away in pursuit of a noise that didn’t exist. Having the woman with him, he couldn’t indulge his need to take them on. Silently—just one more shadow in the landscape—he broke through the hole he’d created in the trap. He slowed his pace to an easy lope once they were clear, focusing against his will on the woman he carried. Her energy was like nothing he’d ever felt before. Linking with his in slow pulses before releasing. Testing, lingering, tempting even.

“Are we safe?”

“We lost them.”

“Then could you put me down?”

“Why?”

“Because I’m going to be sick.”

Vampires didn’t get sick. He took a sharp right into the cover of sheltering bushes and set her down. They were far enough ahead of the others that they could spare the time. She swayed. He steadied her with a hand on her upper arm. His fingers met around the curve. He was a big man, but not so big that he was used to having that happen.

“When was the last time you ate?”

She leaned over, bracing her arm against a tree. “Vampires don’t eat.”

“Force of habit.” He changed his phrasing. “When was the last time you fed?”

She waved away his concern, her hand going to her stomach. “It’s just the stress.”

“Of what?”

He couldn’t take offense at the look she shot him. It was a pretty  stupid question. “Guess nearly being taken captive and raped by the Sanctuary vamps would put a crimp in your tail.”

She nodded and retched, a horribly violent sound. Her hand slipped on the tree. He stepped forward, wrapped his arm around her waist, and held her head. Even as she tried to push him away, she was retching again. Nothing came up. He damn near lost his own meal though as the spasms continued. He opened his palm over her stomach. She was too small to endure this.

“Easy,” he murmured in her ear. “Just take slow breaths.”

“I can handle throwing up.”

“I don’t think I can.”

She shot him another look. “Nobody’s asking you to.”

Surely she didn’t expect him to just walk away and leave her to her suffering? “I saved your life; you’re my responsibility now.”

Her torso jerked, but she didn’t retch. “Convenient.”

He smiled. “It works for me.”

She stood there for a couple more minutes, shoulders bent, chest heaving. When no more spasms occurred, she straightened. He dropped his hand from her head, but not too far. Just down beside her cheek. He brushed a few strands of hair away. She bared her fangs at him. He had the irrational urge to kiss her. Instead, he took a step back.

“Better?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“Then let’s get moving.”

She held out her hand. He cocked an eyebrow at her.

“My pack?”

He patted the strap. “I’ve got it right here.”

“I can carry my own pack.”

He listened to the forest. The spots of silence indicated the others searching, working in ever-broadening circles. “And I can carry you if you don’t get moving. Those two had friends.”

“I’m not going with you.”

“A woman alone isn’t safe out here.”

“I’m not safe with you, either.”

He stopped and turned. “You’re about as safe as you’re ever going to get.”

Her hands settled on her hips. “Why? Because the big, bad male vamp beat up the other two vamps?”

He took two steps back and grabbed her hand, impatience at her rejection of his protection roughening his voice. “Because I’m the big, bad vamp who can beat up all the other vamps who want you as their own personal tidbit.”

He gave a yank, and she stumbled toward him. He kept her momentum going through sheer muscle. She trotted behind him, putting as much resistance as she could into every step.

“If you don’t cooperate, I’m going to pick you up and carry you again.”

Her talons sank into his wrist. “I don’t want to go with you.”

“I don’t care.”

He wasn’t leaving her for the Sanctuary vultures. He glanced behind them and, with a surge of energy, created a tiny whirlwind to erase their tracks from the snow. If those who followed found the spot, and were good trackers, they’d sense the lingering energy, but they’d have to be good.

“Levitate.”

“You levitate.”

She was determined to be difficult. He tugged her into him. She landed against this chest with an “oof” and a flash of talons. “Hell-cat.”

He spun her around, wrapped his arm around her torso, pinning her arms to her side, picked her up, and headed west. After five minutes of riding in that position, she caved.

“All right,” she gasped. “You win.”

He didn’t stop. He didn’t trust her for a minute. The woman had spent the entire time stewing, her energy whirling with concentration, which meant she’d probably been planning, too. He’d lived long enough to know a pretty exterior didn’t mean an empty  head. His brother’s wife was a prime example. The woman was as sweet as candy to look at, but underneath there was a will of iron and a razor-sharp brain.

“I’ll tell you what.” The other males had split up, one heading in their direction. He stopped. “You can ride piggyback.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Then you stay the way you are.” In a couple of miles he’d lose their tail, and then he’d put her down.

“I don’t like you,” she informed him in icy tones.

“You don’t have to like me, little vamp. All you need to do is live.”

“And if I don’t want to?”

He almost missed a step. “I’m sure you’ve figured out by now that, as vampires, we don’t have much of a choice.”

She always had a choice. Raisa prided herself on creating choices where none existed, but right now, the only one she could come up with to deal with the big vamp was to kick him between the legs. Frustration never created her best ideas. She tried a different tact.

“Please put me down?”

He glanced down at her and slowed. He had beautiful eyes. More green than hazel and glowing with the force of the personality behind them. There was a flicker of his energy. A softening? She tried again.

“Please?”

He stopped. The slow glide down his body was more seduction than release. Awareness shuddered along her senses.

She looked up as her boots sank into the snow. The man was not just big, he was massive. He had to be over six feet tall with wide shoulders that just screamed “give me a reason.” The leather coat he wore did nothing to reduce the image of power and mass. He wore the Stetson on his head without any affectation. The same with the rifle in his hands and the scuffed cowboy boots on his feet. Not a newcomer to the West, then. With startling speed, a shaft of energy shot out from him and surrounded her, catching at that flutter  of awareness. She instinctively caught it, muted it, and sent it back. Not a newcomer to vampirism, either, if he was so adept at mind reading. Rats. It would have made things easier if he were new.

“I always have a choice,” she told him.

He probably would have looked more convinced if she hadn’t stumbled right then.

With an easy tug that spoke of a man familiar with his strength, he saved her from her own clumsiness.

“Uh-huh. Well, not today.”

Yes, today. Every day, for that matter. Until she found the man she’d been sent to find, her only choice was to keep looking. And to avoid being captured, either by the Sanctuary or the Renegades once she’d “accidentally” wandered off the course set for her. Just twenty-four hours out of the compound and she’d failed on that one.

She tugged her hand. The man didn’t let her go, didn’t even seem to notice she was trying to get free. She’d told Miri she wasn’t going to be much good at this, that she needed to put her faith in someone else. Miri hadn’t even hesitated, just gave her the “look,” told her the information she’d needed, and then blithely pinned all her desperate hopes on her. Raisa sighed. It sucked being a woman’s last resort.

“I don’t have time for your ego trip.”

That pulled the stranger up short. His eyes glittered at her from beneath the brim of his. She had to tilt her head way back to meet his gaze. Too many conversations like this and she’d develop a crick on top of the other aches and pains that were her daily companions. The edges of his wide mouth twitched. “You got somewhere else you need to be?”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

He just had to be the type to pin a woman down. She pushed her hair off her face, grimacing when her fingers immediately caught  in a snarl. The Sanctuary had been on her at the break of twilight, long before she’d had a chance to braid it. “It’s not polite to pry.”

His gaze followed her hands, lingering on the spot where her fingers tangled. “Just consider me the rude sort.”

This time the touch of his energy made her blink. Now that she wasn’t fighting for her life, merely running for it, she could appreciate it. It was deep and dense, very powerful, with a tendency to wildness that intrigued her. She tested the imprint she had in her mind of the man she had to find. It didn’t match. Thank God.

The relief behind that “thank God” made her blink again. She’d never had a “thank God” moment before, and that was quite an admission for a woman who was 270 years old. She eyed the man again. Her initial impression was still big, but now that she’d slowed herself down she could appreciate the way those powerful shoulders sat atop an equally powerful chest. Now, through the opening of his coat, she could appreciate the flatness of his abdomen beneath the forest green of his shirt, not to mention the way his denims show-cased, in loving detail, his lean hips and well-muscled thighs. And what it did for everything in between . . .

She licked her lips. One of the best inventions in the last two hundred fifty years was blue jeans. There was nothing, absolutely nothing, more flattering to a man’s physique than well-worn denim. A chuckle drew her gaze up. The man was staring back at her, watching her admire him. The blush started in her toes and kept climbing no matter how hard she tried to suppress it. By the time he pushed his hat back, revealing a handsome, square face with startling hazel eyes, her cheeks were on fire.

“I take it you don’t find my rudeness objectionable?”

The heat in his gaze slid into his energy. With a pulse of power, it surrounded hers. Instead of finding the intrusion objectionable, she found herself leaning toward it, embracing it. Raisa pulled herself up short. She did not have time for this.

“Your rudeness is objectionable.”

“But my body isn’t?”

There was no help for it. She was going to have to bluff her way through the embarrassment. “You have to know you’re a handsome man.”

“Never hurts to have it reinforced.”

“I don’t suppose it does.”

“But?”

“I have things to do that don’t include you.”

“Well, now, that is going to be a problem.”

“Why?”

He looked over her shoulder. She felt his energy fan out and scan. She piggybacked hers to his, keeping under his radar. With her debilitating weakness, it was about the only way she could afford the luxury of scanning. She felt the Sanctuary patrol at the same time he did. They were back at the bodies of the first two, but they wouldn’t be for long. Soon they’d be coming after them. However, the patrol was far enough behind that if she could get away from the stranger, she’d be able to disappear. The man’s grip tightened around her hand. “Because I’ve decided to keep you.”

He’d decided to—Oh, for heaven’s sake! She planted her feet. “Look, Mister . . . ?”

“Jared.” With a mere twitch of his arm, he popped her forward.

“Look, Jared.” She struggled to find her most persuasive tone of voice as she awkwardly trotted beside him. She wasn’t used to running while being levitated, and she couldn’t get the rhythm right. She pried at his fingers with her free hand. She managed to work her pinkie free. It gave her hope. “You can’t just decide to keep a person.”

“No. I can’t.” The glance he cast her was beyond amused. “But the vampire law does say I can keep an unattached female in need of aid.”

Vampire law was totally archaic and chauvinistic, and didn’t appeal to her in the least, but that line of argument wasn’t going to get her any further than tugging on her hand had. “My need for aid  has passed.” She shooed him along with a wave of her fingers. “You can go about your business without having to worry about me.”

“Well, Miss . . . ?”

The arch of his brow was not only a prompt, it was as sexy as all get out. Why did she have to meet this man here? Now?

“Slovenski. Raisa Slovenski.”

That brow twitched again. Her name and her accent always marked her as a foreigner to this land. “Well, Raisa, the way I look at it we’ll have plenty of time to discuss the beginnings and endings of my obligations as soon as I get you to a safe place.”

“But—”

“No buts. About all you have to decide is whether you want to run”—he held out his hand—“or be carried.”

She wrapped her arm around her ribs where she still felt the bruise of his last carry. Some choice. Take the pain from his carry or the pain from the exhaustion. In the end her dignity made the decision for her. She placed her palm in his, a tiny trill of pleasure at the contact spiking through her energy as she did. “I’ll run.”

But she was definitely discussing the endings of his obligations later.
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IT was almost sunrise before Jared found a safe cave on the back edge of D’Nally territory. For himself, he wouldn’t worry so much about where he spent the day, but he had Raisa with him, and that meant extra precautions. There were too few women of their kind, and what the Sanctuary did to them was too horrible to risk her in any way. Not many women, even immortal ones, survived the genetic manipulations nor the repeated rapes the Sanctuary put them through in their pursuit of their master race. And even if a woman survived physically, her mind was pretty much shot.

Jared had encountered women in his mortal days who had been worked over by men, and while he’d managed to distance himself from his emotions long enough to get them home, he couldn’t seem to achieve the same with the women the Sanctuary tortured. Couldn’t block their energy, couldn’t get past the “if onlys” that might have come together in such a way that he could have saved them. Which is why he did as few of those rescue missions as possible.

He glanced over at the woman. She was sitting on the ground, her back against a boulder near the wall, head down, fishing through her pack. As far as anyone knew, all the women had been gathered  up by one side or another in the last year. Stragglers occurred, but they were few and far between, most of them protected by strong families or their men. She pulled a brush out of the pack. She was a very pretty straggler to be all alone.

“What happened to your people?”

Raisa paused with the brush halfway through her long hair. The strands glowed like sunlight against the black of her turtleneck. His fingers twitched as the highlights rippled with the brush strokes, like sunlight dancing on water. He bet her hair would be silky to the touch, soft against his skin.

“I don’t have any.”

“You’re alone?” He couldn’t conceive of it.

She shrugged and resumed brushing. “For now.”

Something primitive surged inside him and every muscle pulled taut at the implication that she might be looking for a protector. He leaned against the cave wall. “Well, for now, you can consider yourself with me.”

She stopped brushing, took a breath, and held it a second before releasing it. Her lips shaped silent words in a measured pace. She was counting, he realized. To ten, from the way her lips parted on the last word, revealing the pearly white of her teeth and the barest hint of fang.

“I’m glad you brought that up.”

He’d say she was about as far from glad as a woman could get.

“I’ll be leaving come nightfall.”

Not likely. “To where?”

She licked her lips, a nervous habit he bet she’d quit if she knew how much it gave away.

“My destination.”

It was the weakest hedge he’d ever heard. “You don’t lie much, do you?”

A blink that was as revealing as the licking of her lips prefaced her “What makes you say that?”

He adjusted his position against the wall, amusement taking the  stress off his weariness. She had a very expressive face. “The fact that you telegraph every lie before you say it.”

“Well, fiddle.”

Fiddle? “So, just where do you plan on heading tomorrow?” She didn’t answer immediately, probably because she couldn’t come up with an answer over the chaotic panic of her energy. He sighed. “If you’re working on another lie, you might as well give it up.”

Her face wasn’t the only expressive thing about her. Her big brown eyes met his, delivering a punch he felt in his gut. The woman didn’t have a clue where she was going or what she was going to do.

She paused, the brush held just above her shoulder in an unconsciously feminine pose that thrust the delicate curve of her breast against the front of her turtleneck. Normally he leaned toward full-figured women, but there was something about Raisa that honed his attention to a razor edge, whet his appetite, made him want to cup those small breasts in his hands while at the same time sending all sorts of protective, possessive urges into a mad gallop.

She cut him a glare from under the thickness of her lashes. Even that glare, laden with self-directed anger, sent a whisper of pleasure along his energy.

“I take it from that glare we’re done arguing the subject?”

She resumed brushing her hair. “I am.”

“Good, then I’m going to get things ready for sleep.”

She didn’t say a word as he headed toward the back of the cave, but her energy trailed him in a seductive lure, tempting him to turn around, to answer the challenge she presented. To claim her. If he thought she had any idea of what she was projecting, he would head back to where she was sitting and teach her everything she needed to know about him. Jared sighed. He didn’t think Raisa was even aware of how often her mind touched his, let alone how her energy liked to slide between the soft edges of his in an unconsciously soothing gesture. Dammit to hell.

With a wave of his hand he removed the illusion of a wall. The safe place was exactly as he had left it. Small, secure, and well out of  the way of the sun, it was the perfect place for a man to hide until things were safe. Unfortunately, it was really meant for one person, and even as small as Raisa was, it was going to be a tight fit getting them both in there. He smiled inwardly, imagining just how tight a fit it was going to be. She was bound to kick up a fuss.

He glanced back around the corner. Raisa was still brushing her hair, the long strands pulled over her shoulder in a honey-colored spill, looking as sweet as the candy he remembered. A snarl snagged the bristles. She frowned and yanked at the knot. His fingers curled around the urge to remove the brush from her hand and take over the job. Hair like hers would require a lot of maintenance. Thick and curly, it probably snarled a lot. She yanked at the brush again. The woman didn’t have the patience a husband would have for the job.

He reentered the main cavern. He didn’t need to look at the sky beyond the entrance to know that dawn was coming. He could feel it in his bones. He gathered up his gun. Raisa didn’t look up until he got to her side even though she had to know he was there. “It’s time to rest.”

The brush slowed. Her eyebrow arched. “With the Sanctuary on our heels?”

“Unless you can walk in sunlight, I don’t see a choice.”

She looked first at him and then toward the back of the cave. Her lips pursed. “I can stand guard.”

“There’s no need.”

If someone disturbed the alarms he’d set around the cave perimeter, he’d waken.

She put her brush in the bag and flipped her hair back over her shoulder as she stood. She was dressed entirely in black, which gave her the illusion of blending into the darkness of the wall behind her.

“You’re that fond of surprises interrupting your sleep?”

He took her inventory from head to toe, starting with the thick  mass of her hair, down over her slender shoulders and her compact little body, to her slim thighs and small feet encased in black boots. She was the kind of woman who made a man think in terms of protecting and claiming. He brought his gaze back to hers. “Sometimes.”

The roll of her eyes made him smile. “Get over yourself.”

She grabbed her backpack and looked around. “So, where are we hiding out?”

He motioned to the back. “Around the corner.”

With an easy sidestep, she scooted around him and headed toward the cavern. The cave wasn’t that big. It didn’t take her long to get there, just five steps, but for him they were well worth focusing on. The woman had a way of walking that was saucy and inviting, yet completely in control. She was definitely a woman comfortable in her own skin. His interest deepened.

As soon as he drew up alongside, she cocked her head toward the interior. “That’s it?”

“Yup.”

“We aren’t both going to fit in there.”

He didn’t miss the emphasis that she put on the word we. “It’ll be tight.”

“Uh-huh. I’d say more like obscene.”

Again that foreign urge to smile twitched the corner of his lips. “Necessity doesn’t allow for modesty.”

“Neither does lechery.”

“Lechery?” He chuckled and leaned his rifle inside the opening before reaching for the strap of her pack. “It’s been a long time since I heard a word like that.”

She clamped her hand down on her bag. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had an opportunity to use it.”

“Now that . . .” Her muscles were no match for his. The bag came off her shoulder. He tossed it to the head of the small cavern. “I find very hard to believe.”

“Believe it.” She pushed her hair out of her face. “I think we need to go back to plan A. You rest in your cozy little cavern, and I’ll stay out here and keep watch for trouble.”

With her hair off her face, he could easily see the blue smudges under her eyes and the lines of strain beside her mouth, along with an unnatural pallor to her skin. He was not leaving her anywhere.

“You’re not well.”

“I’m fine.”

“When was the last time you fed?”

“Yesterday.”

He tipped her chin up. “I won’t tolerate you lying to me.”

She didn’t give an inch, just matched him stare for stare. “Your tolerance is not my concern.”

The primitive something stirred again. He squeezed her chin between his fingers, having difficulty keeping the growl out of his tone. “It is now.”

“Why?”

“Until someone takes the responsibility from me, you’re mine.”

Her fingers wrapped around his wrist. Her big brown eyes still didn’t flinch from his. He felt the prick of her talons. A tiny feminine threat that put a spark under that primitive emotion swirling and hovering. “Then you’re just going to have to adjust your truth meter or suck it up.”

The sting of her talons blended with the hot arousal that surged through him at her challenge. “You fed yesterday?”

“I already answered that question.”

He stared into her eyes and probed into her mind. He found an image of a middle-aged man in hunting camouflage, and then her mind snapped closed.

He ran his finger over her full lower lip. “So you did. How often do you need to feed?”

If she needed to feed often, it was going to complicate things. He had a mission to complete and a limited amount of time to do it.

“It depends.”

“On what?”

She yanked her chin out of his hand before ducking back into the cavern. Bending over to grab her backpack, she presented him with another view of her body, one he deeply appreciated. She turned back around. She noticed the direction of his gaze. The twist of her lips was wry. “On none of your business.”

He stepped into the chamber, crowding her back as he sealed it off with a manipulation of energy and light. “And I already told you, everything about you is now my business.”

She glanced under his arm and licked her lips. Evidently, she was just beginning to believe he meant it. He motioned to the floor.

“Lie down.”

She took half a step back into the wall. “I don’t think so.”

He broke her death grip on the pack, settling it beside them. “Relax. I don’t have the patience to wrestle with you, right now. I need my rest.”

The glance she sent him was pure skepticism. “I can see you’re in danger of collapse.”

While he might not be, she was. “Appearances can be deceiving.”

She didn’t look relieved. He tested the edges of her mind. It was closed. Her glare let him know she knew what he was doing as she said, “You’re going to have to convince me of your exhaustion the old-fashioned way.”

He deliberately focused on her breasts, which rose and fell with each rapid breath. “Is that an invitation? Because I had my mind set on sleep, but if you want a turn beneath the blankets, I can probably work up the interest.”

There’d be no working up to it. In reality, he was astonishingly ready. And he didn’t like it. He thought he’d eradicated his emotions over the last hundred years, settling for blank calm over the upheaval of conversion. And he didn’t like the fact that this little vamp could disturb it with nothing more than her presence. He didn’t intend to feel again. Ever.

Her hands fisted at her side. “You’re being obnoxious.”

She said it with strict precision, each syllable colored with that intriguing accent that said English wasn’t her native language. And dammit, if it didn’t make him feel guilty for his previous off-color response. He sighed, trying to ignore the prick from his conscience.

“What I am is tired, so whatever it takes you to get to sleep, I’m willing to throw myself on it.” He sat down on the hard floor. He confiscated her backpack, mushed the contents around until they resembled some sort of pillow, and then lay down on his back. She stood above him, mouth working, eyes flashing small flicks of vampire flame. Her energy lashed his with the same agitation. He kept his grin to himself.

“Good night.”

“That’s my pack.”

He watched her from under his lashes. “Unless you’ve got a reason it can’t do double duty as a pillow, it’s staying put.”

“It’s mine.”

He shrugged. “You’re not using it.”

Her hands opened and then clasped into fists. “That doesn’t give you the right to take it.”

He tipped his hat down over his eyes to hide his smile. No, it didn’t, but as he didn’t think she’d be leaving without it, using it as a pillow was another way to insure she stayed put. “The oldest law in the world gives me the right.”

“And that would be?”

“Might makes right.”

She spluttered and fussed. He could hear her angry breaths and the shuffling of her feet. “If you kick me, I’m going to kiss you.”

The shuffling stopped. “You’re insane.”

“Nah, just tired.”

He reached up and caught her hand. The fineness of her bones sharpened his desire. She was the complete opposite of him. All softness and talk. He tugged. She tumbled against him with a squeal of outrage.

“Good thing none of those Sanctuary hounds are anywhere near here, or we’d be lab bait for sure, what with you making all that noise.”

In reality, he’d soundproofed the chamber with one of Slade’s discreet little devices. For an ex-outlaw and saddle bum, his brother had turned out to be quite the scientist.

“It might be preferable.”

He didn’t dignify that with a response. She wiggled and wormed for what seemed like forever, teasing his libido with the feel of her breasts and hips rubbing against his chest and hip. His cock hardened. His senses focused. He held his breath. She kept wiggling. He swore under his breath at the hot, sweet torture.

“What are you doing?”

“Trying to get comfortable.” Another contortion and she picked something up and threw it. It bounced off the wall and hit his boot. A stone.

Clearly he wasn’t going to get any sleep until she was settled. He angled his arm under her head. His hand fell naturally to the small of her back, her cheek to the hollow of his shoulder. Her breath hit his chest in moist puffs he could feel through his thin cotton shirt. Arousal started a thick chug though his system. Shit, it was going to be a long eight hours.

She pushed at his side. “This isn’t exactly an improvement.”

He couldn’t agree with her more. With her sexy little body snuggled up to his, the chances of him getting a decent rest were somewhere between zero and zilch. “Tough.”

She wiggled this way and that for a minute or two more and then she rose to her elbow. “I need my blanket.”

She reached past his face. Her unique scent covered him, along with her body, as she fished in the backpack. She knocked his hat askew with her elbow as she tugged.

“Can’t you just adjust your body temperature?” he asked, pushing his hat back.

“I’m not good at that.”

From where he sat, she wasn’t good at a lot of things that were commonplace for a vampire.

“Then a blanket isn’t going to cover it.” The cave was dark and dank, the floor cold. If she couldn’t adjust her body temperature, she’d be an icicle by morning. He rolled onto his side. From there it just took a matter of anchoring her thigh to his and then rolling back, giving her a little “umph” with his right arm to pop her the rest of the way on top of him. She landed a bit higher than he planned. Her breasts pressed into his cheek. He slid her down, setting his jaw against the urge to open his mouth against that softness and test it with his fangs. Raisa gasped. Before she could explode in outrage, he put his hands on her hips and drew her down. With one hand, he clamped her cheek to his chest, letting her kick and struggle as he reached over his head. It took several yanks, but he eventually got the blanket out. It was wool and soft from frequent use. He tossed it over her, releasing her cheek to tuck it in around her. “There. Now you can sleep.”

She grunted, her anger palpable. “This is not a step up.”

“You’re warm.”

“It’s outrageous.”

He settled his hat down over his eyes, leaving enough angle that he could sneak peaks at her. He found watching the expressions chase across her face enthralling. “Why?”

“I don’t even know your full name.”

He gave her side a nudge, moving the sharp point of her hip bone off his cock. Two squirms that had him gritting his teeth and the soft curves of her body melded into the hard planes of his. “It’s Johnson. Jared Johnson.”

“Well, Jared Johnson, I can’t see where you’ll get a bit of sleep with me crushing you.”

Crushing? Another smile tugged at his lips. As if there was enough of her to crush a fly. He stroked her hair off her face. “I’m tired enough to sleep through a bronc busting. I think I can manage.”

She was tired, too. He could feel the weariness dragging at her.  He adjusted the blanket up over her shoulders. A shiver went through her. He upped his body heat to warm her faster. He couldn’t maintain it that way forever, but he could long enough to heat her up.

“So maybe you could just close your eyes and let us both get some shut-eye?”

She stared at him for a long, suspicious minute, but then she either accepted he wasn’t going to let her lie on the floor or the warmth surrounding her took the decision out of her hands. Her head relaxed against his chest. “You are a very strange man.”

He cupped her head in his hand, just in case she got the urge to struggle. “Weariness will do that to a man.”

With an astuteness that startled him she said, “I think it’s more than weariness.”

He didn’t want her analyzing him, or feeling sorry for him, or any of the other emotions women liked to bring into the moment. “Trust me, I’m just tired.”

“I don’t believe that.” He noticed, for all her beliefs, she wasn’t pulling away. The warmth was definitely getting to her, draining the tension from her bones. A stab of guilt poked his conscience. She must have been cold the whole time he’d been carrying her.

“Believe me, I’m bone weary.”

Weary of fighting what he’d become, weary of longing for who he’d once been. Weary of being alone.

“Well, I’m-just-tired-Jared, brace yourself.” She smothered a yawn behind her hand. “Because in the morning—”

“You mean night?”

“I found it was easier just to think of night as morning after I turned.”

“That would work.”

She nodded. “I thought so.” Another yawn. “And in the morning, we’ll be going our separate ways.”

Not in her current condition, and not without someone to protect her. He held her as the minutes passed, counting her breaths, measuring the loss of tension in her muscles by the number of limbs  that relaxed against him. First her shoulders and thighs, then her calves and lastly her hands. He poked the backpack under his head, moving the lumps into a better position. It was a collection of odd shapes. “Just what do you have in here?”

“My things.”

“Anything breakable?”

A pause, as if she had to think about it. “No.”

“Good.” He gave the bag a shake, resettling the contents, and lay back down. “That’s better.”

She was almost asleep. He should leave her be, but he liked the intimacy of the moment with her lying trustingly on top of him, allowing him to care for her. It’d been a long time since he’d felt this closeness. A long time since he’d had a woman depend on him. He found he wanted to prolong it. “Raisa?”

“What?”

“Does your name have a meaning?”

“In your language, it means light.”

He continued to stroke her hair, letting her name and its meaning settle in his mind. Raisa. Light. It was, he decided, a pretty name for a pretty little vampire condemned to live in the dark.
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